
 W atched over by the 
Matterhorn-shaped 

Compassberg and 
encircled by the rest of 
the Sneeuberge range, 
where the Gats River runs 
through the Diepkloof 
Valley, lies the Great 
Karoo town of Nieu-
Bethesda. There it rests, 
baking in the semidesert land between Middelburg and Graaff-Reinet – only a 30-minute drive from the 
latter – completely indifferent to the fact that it has left me suffering from an acute case of Stendhal 
syndrome. The onset of this medical condition, which is also known as tourist syndrome, has resulted 
in heart palpitations, spells of dizziness and the feeling that I may faint at any moment; this after 
experiencing its natural beauty and rustic disposition. I simply can’t help it. It’s a place after my own 
heart and the condition induces me to take far too many photographs.

I often read about places that are described as being lost in time, but Nieu-Bethesda is quite the 
opposite: it has found itself with time. When I am told that this farming town of no more than 1 100 
residents was built on Uitkyk Farm and that its population peaked in 1898, everything falls into place. 
Four dusty roads direct visitors to its heart, where the Dutch Reformed church’s Gothic spire can be 
seen pointing skywards over the rooftops and farming equipment is strewn in a yellow field of flowers. 

Nieu-Bethesda personifies old-world charm. It is a place to explore fossil beds that date back more 
than 300-million years, visit a world-renowned museum, art galleries and a craft brewery, and meet 

people like Sarina Engelbrecht. 
Childhood visits to a family farm in 
nearby Aberdeen led her to trade 
her Port Elizabeth life for the 
country air and that middle-of-the-
night hallowed quiet. It is here that 
Sarina has found magic: that’s the 
one word she uses to describe her 
new home, from where she runs 
her media and marketing company.

She is merely another victim of Stendhal syndrome. She couldn’t 
shake it off and decided to stay, just like the sheep farmers who 
settled here during the wool boom of the 1840s. The townspeople 
also know the true meaning of wholesome food, which can be 
enjoyed at one of the many restaurants, cottages and inns or 
bought from the Platteland shop. I have it on good authority that 
the springbok fillet and lamb chops served at the privately-owned 
Post Office are the best around.

Should you wish to keep with old-school traditions and send snail 
mail, Jenny Nel runs the Post Office three times a week by day. In 
the evenings it doubles up as a restaurant; that is, if Jenny is not 
acting as private chef to Dutch princess Irene van Lippe, sister to 
Queen Beatrix of the Netherlands, when she’s visiting. 

Irene, as she is simply known, is the custodian of 7 000ha  
of wilderness, which she transformed into Bergplaas Private Nature 
Reserve. It is from here that she runs her Spirit of the Wild nature 
retreats, which are based on her book Dialogue with Nature and 
encapsulate the spiritual process of being one with nature.

I understand why Sarina doesn’t want to leave: she finds herself  
in the company of royalty, artists and creatives, entrepreneurs, 
retirees embracing their golden years, and the 300-odd concrete 
and glass statues found in Helen Martins’ Camel Yard and glass-
encrusted Owl House Museum, both of which are provincial 
heritage sites. 

From the 1950s until the mid-1970s, the sculptor drew inspiration 
from biblical texts, the poems of Persian philosopher Omar 
Khayyam and numerous works by poet William Blake to create a 
playground for the figments of her imagination. At the time, her 
works of art, which many suggest reflect her troubled personal life, 
were regarded with a certain kind of distance, even distaste.

Koos Malgas was the last and most prominent of Miss Helen’s 
assistants. He happened to be coloured, which further alienated 
the townspeople and in turn inspired playwright Athol Fugard to 
pen The Road to Mecca, which was performed on Broadway. 
Speaking of Fugard, it is also here that you’ll find Idil Sheard, who 
is known for translating his plays from English to Afrikaans. Today, 
she’s replaced her pen with kitchen utensils and she owns the 
oldest eatery in town: the Village Inn Restaurant. 

As I stand on the stoep of the Owl House Museum looking out 
onto River Street, I see community members selling wide-eyed 
cement owls and artworks, a pastiche-cum-homage to Miss Martin’s 
outsider art style for which she only became widely recognised 
after her suicide in 1976. 

Across River Street and over the suspension bridge is The 
Brewery and Two Goats Deli, where André Cilliers makes craft beer 
using spring water and honey. Savour the rich aromas of the three 
Sneeuberg ales on offer – Karoo Ale, Honey Ale and Roasted Ale 
– beneath the shade of the 100-year-old pear tree while you snack 
on  a platter of home-baked rosemary bread, farm-style butter, 
smoked kudu salami and a variety of goat’s milk cheeses and 
marmalades. You may even spot some of André’s cows, goats and 
sheep nonchalantly grazing in the pastures. If you’re staying for a 
few days consider taking André’s cheese-making course and 
perhaps you can watch from a distance as he collects the honey 
from his 17 beehives.

As we drive out of Nieu-Bethesda we see Jakob van Staden 
stirring up the dust with his two trusty four-legged steeds – Karolus 
and Fellies. As the only qualified tour guide in town he has been 
running his donkey-cart tours for two decades. And so, while Nieu-
Bethesda may not have fuel pumps, street lights, banks or credit 
card facilities, it’s precisely this dorpie ambience that makes for 
potential bouts of Stendhal Syndrome, so please don’t say I didn’t 
warn you.

Contact details: www.nieu-bethesda.com, 049 841 1642

You maY have heard 
about Nieu-bethesda. 
it’s kNowN for the 
owl house, where the 
artist heleN martiNs 
created a uNiverse 
uNto itself iN her 
home. aNd gettiNg  
to the little village 
is a pilgrimage, but 
oN arrival it’s clear 
that this great karoo 
gem has a whole lot 
of gees. 

Words: Iga Motylska  
froM EagEr JournEys  
(@EagerJourneys)

An ode  
to Nieu- 
Bethesda

Eagerjourneys.com is a travel 
and photography blog by 
journalist and photographer 

Iga Motylska.
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Nieu-Bethesda is 
perhaps best known 

for the Owl House, 
where Helen Martins 

and her assistant, Koos 
Malgas, created a 
world inspired by 
mythological and 

religious figures out of 
fragile cement, wire 

and glass. But people 
also visit the area to 
enjoy the slow pace 

and sparse landscape.


